The paper explores the vulnerability and persistence of poverty amongst the rural households in the disaster-prone areas of Bangladesh. It draws upon some of the factors and processes that have prevented certain groups of people in ecologically vulnerable areas escaping from extreme poverty using both household level data and focussed group discussions. In the light of this, special attention has been given to the monga problem, which refers to the state of seasonal unemployment and deprivation, especially in the northern districts of Bangladesh.
I. Introduction
This study builds on the earlier work on Unfavourable Agricultural Environment and Chronic Poverty carried out in PRCPB-I. It was subsequently felt that although the earlier work addressed some important issues and derived some interesting conclusions regarding the adverse interface between chronic poverty and unfavourable agricultural environment, further probing into the vulnerability and persistence of poverty of the rural households in disasterprone areas deserves serious consideration.
In particular, what factors and processes have prevented the chronically poor households in disaster-prone areas from escaping from extreme poverty while other rural households could merit further investigation. It is believed that along with quantitative analysis of household level data collected from field survey, focus group discussions and individual case studies with qualitative information can throw light in this respect. In fact, this is precisely what has been attempted in this paper, using the data collected from the 64-village survey supplemented by individual case studies and focus group discussion in some selected disaster-prone areas in Bangladesh. Section II of this paper presents the findings of 64-village survey (Census plus, household level and community survey) to assess the vulnerability of the households in different disaster-prone areas. This is followed, in Section III, by a discussion of relevant issues related to persistence of poverty while addressing monga problem in ecologically vulnerable areas in northern districts of Bangladesh. Some concluding remarks are made in Section IV of the paper.
II. Chronic Poverty, Vulnerability and Socio-economic Conditions in

Disaster-Prone Areas
The initial phase of the 64-village survey recently carried out (April-June, 2005) under PRCPB-II provide information related to status of poverty and other socio-economic characteristics of the households in both favourable and unfavourable ecological zones (See Annex I for a description of the methodology of selection of favourable and unfavourable villages/areas where the survey was actually carried out). An analysis of these information would provide some useful insights into the poverty status of the households as perceived by them and their crisis coping strategies, access to services provided by both government and non-government organizations in both ecologically favourable and unfavourable (i.e. floodprone, drought-prone, salinity-affected etc.) areas. A summary of the findings is presented below. These, it may be emphasized, would provide a static picture of the average level of affluence or the lack of it and the coping strategies adopted by the households in different types of ecologically unfavourable environments as compared to those in the favourable
areas. An enquiry into the dynamics of chronic poverty --the persistence of extreme poverty over time --i.e. what keeps them poor for a prolonged period of time is not attempted here.
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This would involve an in-depth investigation into the processes and constraining factors --physical, social, economic, demographic --which have prevented the poor to escape from extreme poverty. Focus group discussions and individual case studies with qualitative information may throw light in this respect. An attempt will be made to discuss some of these issues in the next section while addressing monga problem in ecologically vulnerable areas.
Summary of Findings from Field Survey
• As expected, the households in unfavourable zones are more prone to food shortages and have lower percentage of households having surplus food as compared to those in the favourable zone. About two-third of the households in these areas face food shortage, whether temporary or regular. Flood-prone zones are the worst off among all zones in terms of food availability. More than one-third of the households in these zones face food
shortage throughout the year and another one-third face temporary food shortage during the year (Table 1 ).
• Poverty situation in the ecologically vulnerable zones are also worse off compared to the favourable zones. More than two-third of the households of the vulnerable zones belong to poverty category as perceived by them. The corresponding figure for favourable zone is 40 per cent. Proportion of extreme poor households is also highest in flood-prone areas.
About one third of the households in these areas consider themselves as extreme poor (Table 2 ).
• In terms of 10-stage ranking (self assessment) as well, flood-prone zones are the worst off having three-fourth of the households in the 3 lowest ranks, and having more than a quarter of the households in the lowest rank alone. The lowest 3 ranks are also heavily populated (70 per cent) in the drought-prone and salinity-affected areas. The corresponding figure for the favourable zone is about 31 per cent (Table 3 ).
• More than three-fourth of the households in the flood-prone zone and more than 70 per cent in the drought-prone zone think that their income (monthly) is not sufficient for them to meet the minimum expenses they require as compared to 42 per cent for the households in favourable zones (Table 4 ).
• The total household income is observed to be much higher in the favourable areas (Tk.
50634) as compared to that in the unfavourable areas (Tk. 31430). Although the labour income (derived from agricultural and non-agricultural wage), is roughly the same across 1 A rigorous analysis to capture the dynamics of poverty would require panel data set for the households in different ecological zones which are not readily available.
different ecological zones, both the agricultural income (crop and non-crop income) and non-agricultural income (derived from trade and business, services and remittances) are much higher for the households in favourable zone as compared to those in the unfavourable zones (Table 5 ). In the favourable zone, the largest share of total household income is derived from crop income (26%), followed by income derived from trade and business (24%) and remittances (21%). In the unfavourable zones, the pattern is almost similar except in case of services (16%) which constitute the third largest source instead of remittances (6%) which now account for the second lowest source of total household income. This is specially true for the households located in drought-prone areas. It would thus appear that the households in the unfavourable areas could not expand their narrow livelihood base geared around lower agricultural activities, specially crop production through diversification of non-agricultural activities.
• There is a correspondence between the poverty status as perceived by the households (defined in terms of food availability, Table 1 ) and the total income of the households derived from difference sources (Tables 6 to 9 ). The households which face persistence food shortages (food shortage throughout the year) record the lowest household income (Tk. 17164), followed by those households who face temporary food shortages (Tk.
22965). As expected, the total household income (Tk. 88173) of the surplus households is the highest in the sample (Table 8) . It is also observed that labour income constitutes the major source of income (61 per cent) for the poorest households, facing food shortage throughout the year. This is true for the households located in both favourable and unfavourable areas, although the incidence of agricultural wage is more pronounced in the latter as compared to the former. The share of labour income, as expected, is very small (only 4 per cent) for the non-poor surplus households.
• Educational attainments also differ across ecological zones. The highest rate of illiteracy is observed in the flood-prone zone (52 per cent) and the lowest in the drought-prone zone (42 per cent). In terms of the level of education attained, the favourable zones are ahead of the unfavourable zones though not by much (Table 10 ).
• With respect to the main occupation of the members of the household, day labourers are the dominant category in the unfavourable ecological zones. This is more pronounced in the flood-prone and drought-prone zones. In the favourable areas, the involvement of the households in trading and professional activities is much more evident as compared to those in the unfavourable areas (Table 11 ).
• Infrastructural services particularly that of roads (both for facilitating communications with local markets and between districts) are the most prevalent among all the government services received by the households, followed by primary education. Access to primary education is roughly similar in both favourable and unfavourable areas.
However, the road service is more prevalent in the favourable areas and less in the floodprone as well as drought-prone areas (Table 12 ). Access to VGD/VGF is the highest in the flood-prone zones, as expected.
• With respect to access to private and non-government services, health related services are more common. About 30 per cent of all the private and non-government services received by the households in all zones are the health related ones. (Table 13 ).
• Borrowing and saving are the most common coping strategies when the households are in crisis. In about half of the cases, the households resort to either of these strategies, borrowing being the dominant mode. Also, this seems to be more prevalent among the households in the favourable areas. In more than one-third of the cases, the households do not have any coping strategy (either they do nothing or can't do anything). This is observed to be more pronounced among the households in unfavourable zones (Table 14) .
• Two-thirds of the households cannot recover from the financial crisis they face. This inability to recover is remarkably higher among the households in the unfavourable areas, as compared to those in the favourable areas (Table 15 ).
• An attempt has been made to capture the dynamics of poverty across different ecological zones in terms of food availability of the households and how the situation has changed over the last ten years. It has been observed that the percentage of the households which face persistent food shortage throughout the year remained the same as before, in both favourable and unfavourable areas. However, the proportion of households facing temporary food shortage has declined in the favourable areas over time, while those in the unfavourable areas specially in the salinity-affected area the proportion has increased, as compared to the situation prevailed ten years ago (Table 16 ).
III. Monga in ecologically vulnerable areas
Monga deserves special attention in our study for two reasons: first, although monga represents the traditional problem of seasonal poverty in September-October period, its persistence over time occurring every year gives it a flavour of chronicity and/or intergenerational transmission of poverty. Secondly, monga is largely confined to ecologically vulnerable parts of northern districts with, of course, yearly variation of its severity. 2 We discus below poverty situation in monga areas based on focus group discussion and selected case studies specifically carried out for this study. Monga, as mentioned above, refers to lack of seasonal employment and deprivation in the ecologically vulnerable northern part of the country. This part of the country is affected by both river erosion and flood almost every year. In addition, lack of diversified employment opportunities during the lean season (September-October) leads a large proportion of the people who are already poor to a situation where they suffer heavily from very little or no work, little or no income and hunger. During monga, some people are able to eat only one meal a day or even one meal for two to three days. People, particularly the poor, also suffer from diseases to a large extent during this time of the year because of not being able to eat sufficient and proper food (they even sometime eat something that are hazardous to health) and seek treatment after they get sick. As a result, monga appears to the poor people of the region as double burden -opportunity reducing and capability destroying.
Ecological and seasonal vulnerability faced by the people living in the region are more or less common to everybody. They include loss of land due to river erosion, crop damage due to natural calamities (i.e., flood, storm, excessive rain, etc.), lack of income because of seasonal scarcity of employment, etc. However, it affects different people differently depending on their economic and social status. People with poor material and human resource base and also with vulnerable and seasonal occupations are the worst affected groups to these vulnerabilities. From intra-household perspectives, children, elderly and women are more vulnerable to these circumstances than men as their mobility and physical capacity are limited to cope with the situation. People who are deprived of all these options are the ones who are most vulnerable and exposed to hunger and deprivation.
Despite the above vulnerabilities, it was interesting to note that some people (though lesser in proportion) were able to sustain and sometime even improve their economic position compared to others with similar initial conditions. What were observed as the drivers of improvement for the former group of people are the following: smaller household size, more earners, good health, diversification in employment, migratory tendency, linkages, and motivation (i.e., determined to tackle the situation with whatever means). Lack of the above resources force people to slippage when these ecological and seasonal vulnerability occur, especially in severe form.
What does this tell us about? How to tackle these vulnerabilities? Several suggestions came up from the discussions with the affected people. These are: social safety-nets and health services covering all the vulnerable groups for the entire monga period as immediate step; providing support for employment creation through promotion of non-farm activities (i.e., establishing small-scale industries, providing training and credit for undertaking income generating activities such as poultry, livestock etc.) and support to small/marginal farmers (i.e., timely availability of diesel, seeds and fertilizer) as medium-term strategy; and flood protection and support for alternative agricultural activities (agricultural research on development of viable new agricultural crops suited to the eco-system) as long-term strategy.
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What people themselves can do with respect to tackling with the situation? There were a few suggestions in this respect as well. These are: grasp whatever opportunities are available to them (i.e, diversification of employment); migrate to other areas where there are some scope of work during that period; and to provide education to the children so that they can find regular employment in the future.
The persistence of extreme poverty seems to be more pronounced in the river-erosion areas. In fact, available evidence underscores the importance for according priority to meeting the needs of the extremely distressed population residing in river-erosion belts (including remote charlands). River erosion affects all -both the rich and the poor.
However, the poor are more severely affected. The marginalized victims of riverbank erosion loose their settlements and employment and become helpless with very low resource base. The groups that appear to be particularly vulnerable includes households with few assets, particularly limited to physical and financial assets, both de jure and de facto womenheaded households, adolescent unmarried girls, elderly people without family to support them, fishermen and communities living on the island or attached chars. All these groups have very restricted employment and income-generation opportunities, restricted mobility or access to services, are physically vulnerable and experience social discrimination in various forms. Social discrimination is best understood as not having many rights -whether it is the right to physical safety, employment opportunities, social protection or the right to participate in decision-making (Sultan, 2002) .
The response by the Government to address the river erosion problem so far has largely been confined to the construction of embankment and river training works.
Unfortunately, however, embankments have proved to be ineffective in withstanding river bank erosion. Efforts have also been made to protect a few urban centres of commercial activities such as Chandpur, Sirajgonj etc., by dumping boulders and concrete blocks. These are also not of much success. More importantly, no well-thoughtout and properly devised comprehensive strategies for the erosion victims, have been taken up, specially in the monga areas (Kelly and Chowdhury, 2001).
IV. Concluding Remarks
Bangladesh is one of the most disaster-prone countries of the world. Bangladesh experiences different types of natural disaster very frequently. These include flood, drought, cyclone and riverbank erosion. Natural disasters not only bring immense suffering and miseries to million of affected people but also triggers a whole set of mechanism that affects the economic and social life of people. These has both short and long-term socio-economic implications. It is usually the poor who suffer the most because they lack the resources to overcome their financial losses. Their asset base and economic staying capacity is very low and therefore, cannot withstand the onslaught of such disaster making them utterly vulnerable.
In most cases, the vulnerability derives from poverty itself. Poor people are more likely to live in disaster-prone areas. This vulnerability is further exacerbated because the poor who are forced to live in these areas cannot afford to undertake measures to reduce the risk of natural disaster.
Our analysis of the findings of both 64-village survey to assess the vulnerability of the households in different disaster-prone areas and the qualitative information derived from focus group discussions as well as from individual case studies specially in the monga areas tend to support these views. The quantitative evidence from the 64-village survey largely provided a static picture of the average level of affluence (or the lack of it) and the coping strategies adopted by the households in the unfavourable areas prone to different types of disaster, as compared to those in the favourable areas. Focus group discussions and individual case studies with qualitative information, on the other hand, has thrown light on the underlying process and the constraining factors, which have prevented the poor to escape from extreme poverty. This was evident while addressing monga problem in ecologically vulnerable areas, specially among the extremely distressed population residing in rivererosion belts including the remote charlands.
Attempt may be made in future research to explore whether and how the risk minimizing behaviour of the peasant households who are preoccupied with their livelihood security and survival contribute to the persistence of their extreme poverty. Appropriate investment strategies under such risky environments may follow from such rigorous analysis with important implications for public policy interventions. 
Annex-I Categorization of Favourable and Unfavourable Areas: A Methodological Note
It is actually not easy to categorize the ecosystem into different categories. It might well happen that there are favorable pockets within particular unfavorable areas and unfavorable pockets within favorable areas. Also, some areas may be affected by multiple of ecological vulnerabilities which makes the task difficult to categorize them with one identity. Given the above complexities, we have categorized the survey villages into three categories: 'favorable', 'unfavorable', and 'neither favorable nor unfavorable' and analysis has been done in this study focusing on 'favorable' and unfavorable' areas only to explore the differential behavior of these two areas distinctively. And, the categorization has also been made using ecological characteristics of both the villages and the households residing in those villages. Ecological vulnerability indicators that have been considered here include flood, drought and salinity.
Since there is a high correlation between river erosion and flood, only flood has been considered as a separate ecological zone.
The village level indicators that have been taken into consideration include occurrences of flood, drought or salinity during the last 10 years including the number of occurrences.
Household level indicators that have been considered here include important hazards faced by the households of the villages during the last 10 years or so. The criteria that have been adopted here in categorizing the households are the following: the villages which exhibits higher proportion of any particular ecological vulnerability supported by both village and household level data have been categorized as unfavorable area with respect to that particular vulnerability; and, the villages, which are relatively free from any such vulnerability supported again by both village and household level data have been categorized as favorable area. The villages which fall in between -affected, but not regularly or severely, have been categorized as 'neither favorable nor unfavorable' and excluded from the present analysis. It should, however, be mentioned here that in identifying the salinity-prone areas, additional information was taken into account from the Field Investigators' experience who visited the villages while collecting data during the survey.
The distribution shows 8 villages as absolute favorable, 9 villages as fully flood-prone, 7 villages as fully salinity-prone and 4 villages as fully drought-prone out of 64 villages.
